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DYING IS EASIER 
THAN LOVING 

			
			I’m going to tell you a great secret
Close the doors
It’s easier to die than to love
That’s why I take such pains to go on living
My love. 
—LOUIS ARAGON

			INDEX OF CHARACTERS 

			Osman  

			A middle aged man who lives alone in modern-day Turkey except for his frequent visitors from a century ago, who bring along their personal versions of a family history that only the dead can remember and tell.

			 

			Sheikh Yusuf Effendi 

			Osman’s great grandfather. The leader of a prominent tekke—a monastery of dervishes—in the late 19th century Istanbul, whose wisdom is sought by people from all corners of the vast Ottoman land.

			 

			Hasan Effendi

			A former commissioned officer of the Imperial Navy; both a loyal disciple and son-in law of Sheik Yusuf Effendi.

			 

			Mihrişah Sultan

			An Ottoman princess related to the Khedive of Egypt and the estranged wife of the late Reşit Pasha, personal physician of the Ottoman Sultan.

			 

			Hüseyin Hikmet Bey

			The only child of Mihrişah Sultan and the late Reşit Pasha. Trained as a lawyer in Paris and formerly married to Mehpare Hanım, he is now Dilevser’s husband.

			 

			Mehpare Hanım

			The daughter of an Ottoman Customs Director and a two-time divorcee, who has a daughter from her first husband Sheikh Yusuf Efendi and a son from her second husband Hüseyin Hikmet Bey. She now lives alone in Istanbul.

			 

			Nizam

			The only child of Mehpare Hanım and Hüseyin Hikmet Bey, he spent most of his life in Paris but now is back in Istanbul.

			 

			Rukiye

			The daughter of Mehpare Hanım and Sheikh Yusuf Effendi, she is married to Tevfik Bey.

			 

			Tevfik Bey

			A clerk at the Grand Vizier’s Office.

			 

			Ragıp Bey

			Osman’s grandfather. An officer in the Ottoman Army, childhood friend of Hasan Effendi and married to  Hatice Hanım, one of Sheik Yusuf Effendi’s daughters.

			 

			Cevat Bey

			Ragıp Bey’s older brother and a leading member of the Committee for Union and Progress.

			 

			Dilara Hanım

			Poland-born and well-travelled widow of an affluent Ottoman Pasha, she now resides alone in Istanbul.

			 

			Dilevser

			Dilara Hanım’s daughter and Hikmet Bey’s second wife.

			 

			Anya

			A Russian pianist who plays at a gaming den in Istanbul.

			 

			Monsieur Gavril

			The owner of the gaming den where Anya works.

			 

			Efronia

			An Armenian nurse who tends patients at the French Hospital in Istanbul.

			 

			Stéphane Lausanne

			A journalist who has come to Istanbul to cover the Balkan War for the newspaper Le Matin.

			 

			Major Rasim

			Hüseyin Hikmet Bey’s friend and a member of the Committee for Union and Progress that had overthrown Abdulhamid, he had been commander of the military unit assigned to guard the former sultan during his years in exile.

			 

			Abdulhamid

			Sultan Abdulhamid II ruled the Ottoman Empire  from 1876 to 1909, until his dethroning by a military coup. A major figure in the first two volumes of the Ottoman Quartet, Abdulhamid has spent years in exile in Salonica and is now back in Istanbul.

			1

			Why would a person carry around a letter his whole life if he was never going to read it?	
Osman sought the answer to this question as he wandered through this old mansion where the curtains were closed and the shutters were lowered, listening to the endless winds, the sounds that changed with the season and the day, and speaking to his dead, an extended family that had scattered over the course of a century, mixing themselves up in all of those wars, uprisings, coups, murders and anguished loves. 

			He kept repeating the same question to himself again and again as he wandered from room to room and hall to hall in this wooden mansion that groaned liked an aged invalid, wearing an old nightdress that had belonged to his grandfather and that he’d found in one of the old chests with rusty hinges.

			He never went outside, never looked out the window, never set the decorative wall clocks that had long since stopped, he knew the time only from the sound of the wind; when it rang like little bells it was spring, when it howled it was winter, when it became irritable it meant autumn had arrived, and when it turned into a whisper it was summertime.

			He’d almost entirely cut off his relationship with the present. One of the family’s faithful retainers stopped by once a week, saw to all of Osman’s and the house’s needs, put away the food and then left without seeing the owner of the house. 

			He’d been living in this vague murkiness for a long time. He’d found his dead in this mansion, he’d begun speaking with them and had passed to a different life in which time and place had been lost. The dead told him their stories, sometimes lying, sometimes putting a spin on things, sometimes making mistakes, sometimes getting the dates mixed up, sometimes shaken by the confessions that came from the heart, recreating a past life here.

			Osman had flowed into the past through a crack in time, after he’d done so the crack had closed and he’d remained in the past. For those who live in the present, time always flows in the same direction, towards the future, but behind Osman’s magical crack it stretched in every direction but didn’t flow anywhere, sometimes it moved forward and sometimes backward.

			He lived surrounded by fog in an elastic, slack and disordered time, listening to his dead, speaking to them, gossiping, asking curious questions in a struggle to solve their mysteries. 

			Every question that got stuck in his mind seemed like the most important question in the world, he would fall in pursuit of that question in the belief that when he found the answer he would have solved the mystery of life. 

			He’d recently learned that it was not one but three unopened letters that Ragıp Bey carried close to his chest. Dilara Hanım had written him three letters in a row and had not received a reply to any of them. 

			Those letters had travelled from one front line to another, from one city to another, growing tattered and yellowed in the inner pocket of Ragıp Bey’s jacket.

			For Ragıp Bey, who didn’t value possessions and cared nothing for goods and property, those three letters were the most valuable things he owned.

			What is it that makes a letter valuable, Osman kept asking himself.

			He couldn’t say “the contents” because Ragıp Bey, who’d carried those letters in his breast pocket from the moment he’d received them, had never once opened the envelopes and didn’t know what was written in them.

			If he said, “the person who wrote the letter,” Ragıp Bey said that he didn’t ever again even want to meet the woman who wrote the letters.

			Ragıp Bey hadn’t opened the letters, he didn’t want to see Dilara Hanım again, but during the Balkan War, when a village house in Çatalca just beyond the emplacements was hit by Bulgarian cannon fire and started burning, and he barely managed to scramble out alive, he realized that the jacket with the letters in it was still inside, he shook off the sergeant who has holding him back, crawled in through the flames and rescued the jacket and the letters.

			Remaining on the thin line between life and death without touching either side, his clouded mind wandering among the fragile waves of time, he’d heard so much about that war from his dead, he’d seen scenes from the war on the broad, empty walls of the halls so many times, had watched them so many times.

			He never forgot the way Ragıp Bey stood above the trenches on that strange, rainy day.

			As the clouds mingled together in restless confusion it began to rain, and as it fell to the ground rent by the spooky and inauspicious phosphorescent lavender, orange, purple and green glow, the thousands of dead and the piles of mud in which they were buried began to change color from moment to moment.

			A powerful light was emanating from the drops.

			The trenches, the piles of mud in front of the trenches, the cannon carriages, the shell casings next to the carriages, the wet hair of the dead whose faces were hidden by the mud, the moustaches of the men who waited for a new attack and the rifles they were holding were swathed in the constantly changing color of the rain, sometimes lavender, sometimes purple, sometimes blue, sometimes yellow.

			As the colors of the sky changed, the trenches and craters filled with rainwater, dead horses, broken wheels, one or two empty shacks with thatched roofs, the lone trees that stood here and there and the naked plain that stretched as far as the eye could see were all undulating with them like a soft cover, seen from a distance it gave one the feeling that the entire plain was moving in an incomprehensible and unnerving harmony.

			The bodies of the soldiers, twisted in their grey, military cloaks, hunch-backed, their legs drawn up to their bellies from their final agony, became a part of this motion with the changing of the colors and were moving with the plain.  

			The infantrymen were watching the sky in terror, they were trying to hide in the trenches as if to protect themselves from the assault of this roaring of colors they’d never seen before, they believed that these gushing colors that tore the sky were an omen, but they feared it was a bad omen.

			Ragıp Bey, who was standing alone above the trench watching the sky and the plain, seemed to grow larger and taller with every color that struck him, he was the only person on the entire plain who was standing up and as his fur cap, hair, moustache and uniform were painted in the fiery colors reflected by the clouds, he looked like a flaming torch. He could have been struck by a bullet or torn apart by shrapnel at any moment, but the tranquility on his face as rainwater streamed down it from his fur cap made one think that he’d forgotten he was on a battlefield.

			As he later told Osman, “In fact in those days I’d forgotten about death, and about life as well.”

			Not being given the absolute love he’d yearned for from the woman he loved, his belief that there was something lacking in Dilara Hanım’s love, had torn from him the feeling of happiness that he’d always desired, that he yearned for with a strange bashfulness, that he’d always dreamed about and that he’d believed he was certain to find one day, he’d lost his trust in people, and indeed in life. There was nothing left of what the future had promised him, as he told Osman, “Life and people are always a little incomplete, I have neither the power to complete what’s missing, in life and in people, nor the tolerance to consent to accept them with their imperfections.”

			After the Dilara Hanım “affair,” “incompleteness” became the word that defined Ragıp Bey’s life, it was as if this word could explain everything, make everything comprehensible. Even Osman, with his clouded mind, could grasp that this word was the key not to solving the meaning of life but on the contrary that it served this bellicose-souled man to lock the thick door with which he’d closed himself off from life.

			He’d once thought that this soldier who’d spent his life on the shores of death had sought in life the absoluteness of death. He’d thought he’d wanted life to have that poignancy, that dark wholeness as well.

			Much later, as they spoke, he’d realized that this word expressed a helplessness, an impasse, an inability to talk about what troubled him. Ragıp Bey had arrived at the opinion that the woman he loved didn’t love him with the same degree of strength and he assessed everything that happened in light of this opinion of whose truth no one was certain, and he’d begun to find life and people lacking.

			It was as if his belief that he would never again find happiness had become an affliction that cut him off from the whole world and from people, he both looked down on people who were willing to live out a life that was incomplete and envied them for the ease with which they failed to see this incompleteness as an affliction.

			In any event, in those days all of his emotions were battling one another as if they were enemies, his soul was a battlefield like the one he was looking at. Wherever he went and whatever he did, he always carried Dilara Hanım’s letters in his pocket, but he never once read them, he could neither part with them nor look at them.

			He was like someone who loved a woman who had died, but the woman he loved was alive. He knew that if he went, if he knocked on her door, she would invite him in, he could reach the woman he loved whenever he wanted, but the woman he reached wouldn’t be the woman he loved and wanted. 

			He wanted the Dilara Hanım he’d created in his imagination, who his thoughts and feelings had made unique, who he’d set apart from all other people and kept in an unreachable place, someone with weakness that made her like the others wouldn’t be enough to fulfill his dreams and hopes.

			Every time he looked at Dilara Hanım he would see a sign of incompleteness on her face, and when he saw this he wouldn’t be able to bear it; to accept not being loved as he wanted as a natural part of his life would cripple his entire life, his future and his existence, it would make him weak. Despite all his love, he felt that to accept Dilara Hanım’s inadequate love would destroy the last chance in his life for happiness, no matter how much he lived as if he’d given up on life, he had hope that one day he would find absolute love, absolute happiness and in order not to lose that, he was struggling to put up an almost instinctive resistance.

			He wanted an ongoing dream, a hope that he could hold on to, he was unwilling to give the last hope of happiness he possessed even to the woman he loved in exchange for something that only resembled happiness. 

			He now knew that there was an obstacle between him and the woman he loved that couldn’t be overcome or removed. He loved the woman he’d created in his imagination with such a strong passion, the woman who was the source of this dream now seemed pitiful and lifeless in comparison to the dream. In those days Ragıp Bey was learning that losing an imaginary woman was more painful than losing a real woman; he could have found another woman to love, but it wasn’t always easy to create a dream out of a woman.

			He was like a sculptor who’d found the best marble in the world and then made a bad statue from it, he didn’t like the statue but he’d also lost the marble. The marble he liked was hidden within the statue he didn’t like and every time he thought of the statue, he remembered the marble he’d lost and would never find again, he grieved for the times when he’d created that magnificent dream and Dilara Hanım had been a supreme and perfect woman for him. He was imprisoned in the past.

			The clouds had slowly begun to regain their dominance of the sky, but the phosphorescent colors that shone through them like a volcano that had erupted in the depths of the universe continued to mix, gilding the edges of the clouds that were trying to obscure them; the rain, quickened by the sharpening October wind, seemed to be spouting from the ground to the sky, the edges of the plain had grown dark, but the center was illuminated like a forest fire.

			For whatever reason, the Bulgarians had stopped their cannon fire two hours earlier, and the silence worried the soldiers, they suspected the Bulgarians were preparing a night attack. Ragıp Bey could sense that they were frightened, for so many years he’d been in and out of so many battles, so many times he’d walked towards death with the men, but for the first time he saw how daunted and timorous the army had become. They outnumbered the enemy’s units, but they didn’t possess the enemy’s desire to fight, they didn’t believe they were going to win this war, they trusted neither the officers, the generals, nor the Sultan.

			Ragıp Bey thought angrily about how they’d lost the war, it was as if it was over before it had even begun.

			When, after a boom, the soldiers saw a shell whooshing towards them as it tore through the rain they plastered themselves to the trenches, but Ragıp Bey didn’t move. The shell buried itself in the earth with a hollow sound about ten meters from the trenches, splattering mud as it did so. Ragıp Bey squinted his right eye and looked towards the Bulgarian trenches as if he was disgusted by the enemy artillery’s needless shot and inept targeting.

			For a moment he wondered whether or not he was going to die in this strange war, but his anguish, like a well full of venom, demolished any thought, any feeling, including the fear of death, the moment it appeared. Later he told Osman, “I can tell you this from experience, the feeling of happiness and the feeling of anguish have the same way of making a person indifferent in the face of death and life”

			Before leaving for the front he’d visited his former father-in-law, Sheikh Yusuf Efendi, to get his blessing, and as always he’d been welcomed as an old friend. Due in part to the admiration and gratitude he felt for Sheik Efendi, he’d married his youngest daughter Hatice Hanım, they’d had a child too, but in fact the marriage had come to an end before the child was even born, the great love for Dilara Hanım with which he’d been smitten ended the marriage. When the child died of meningitis at the age of six months, their last bond was severed, the young woman married a department head at the Ministry of Sharia and Foundations. He’d been far from Istanbul when he heard about the child’s death and he hadn’t mention it to anyone, he hadn’t been able to fully grasp the reality of the death of a child he’d only seen once. Because Sheikh Efendi was the kind of person to understand that what had happened was because of helplessness rather than ill will, he’d never reproached Ragıp Bey, hadn’t held him responsible, had forgiven him, and had never spoken of the matter again.

			As they wandered through the tekke garden that day, Sheikh Efendi, in the manner that always amazed Ragıp Bey, it was as if the man knew what was going through his mind, said, “One shouldn’t expect too much of people, it can diminish a person, Ragıp Bey.”

			“If we were all created with so many defects, how did we learn to want so much, Your Excellency the Sheikh?”

			“Wanting,” said Sheikh Efendi, “Shows us our own shortcomings. You mustn’t forget that sometimes what we want most from others is what we are least able to give them.”

			Ragıp Bey shook his head stubbornly.

			“What you say is true, your excellency, but that’s not for me, I can’t accept my shortcomings so calmly.”

			“Courage is what you know most about, Ragıp Bey, sometimes it can be necessary to display the courage to endure, God’s love is absolute, yet when you love one of God’s creatures you have to love them with their faults and shortcomings . . .”

			Sheikh Efendi stopped suddenly, sighed, repeated his last sentence and continued speaking.

			“Ragıp Bey, you have to love God’s creatures with all their faults and shortcomings. If you ask me, to love is to accept defects. Intolerance shown to the defects of others is a person’s love for themselves. If the Great Lord loves the countless people he called into being with their sicknesses, sins, and shortcomings, we must demonstrate the power of loving one person with their weaknesses.”

			“I don’t have that power, Your Excellency. This is my shortcoming . . .”

			“This shortcoming hasn’t prevented other people from loving you.”

			Ragıp Bey responded with an almost pained laugh.

			“Perhaps that’s so . . .”

			“You’re pursuing something impossible,” said Sheikh Efendi.

			Ragıp Bey shrugged his shoulders resignedly.

			“Perhaps . . .”

			Sheikh Efendi realized his words weren’t going to be of any use, but he talked as if he wanted to give a final warning.

			“Those who don’t tolerate shortcomings can suffer a great deal.”

			“When it comes to the pain of shortcomings, I’d prefer the pain of absence. There shouldn’t be any half measures.”

			“Ragıp Bey, arrogant people poison their own lives, they destroy the God-given capacity to love, it makes a person the enemy of his own happiness. Those who don’t move past their arrogance see only shortcomings, faults and weaknesses, to see what’s really there and to love it requires humility. A person should be a bit forgiving . . .”

			“Excuse me, but it’s not my place to forgive anyone. But I want what’s coming to me to come to me in full . . . Otherwise I’d rather it didn’t come at all.”

			Sheikh Efendi realized that Ragıp Bey would never defeat his own arrogance, he would not forgive, he would be in search of a dream all his life and would never accept anything less than that dream.

			When, as they were parting, he said, “You have my blessing, may God help you,” he hoped God would help him in life rather than in war and give him the happiness he so sincerely yearned for.

			At that time he didn’t know that his prayer would be effective.

			The black clouds swelled quickly like large animals jumping on top of each other, besieging the last beams of light, leaving in the middle of the plain a column of light whose colors changed by the moment, everything outside this illuminated patch had grown very dark. Ragıp Bey was still standing above the trenches, watching the last darkening of the plain. The little shacks, the trees, the piles of mud and the puddles were quickly disappearing, they still existed but would soon be swallowed by nothingness and would be invisible until the morning light appeared.

			Suddenly, red flames began spouting one after another from the Bulgarian trenches, the dusk was suddenly cut into slices by bright red beams as the shells shot out of the cannon barrels, the plain was shaken by a frightful booming, the shells were exploding in front of the trenches. One landed behind the trenches. Ragıp Bey heard the soldiers’ screams and as he leapt into the trench he shouted to the sergeant, “Go take a look, see how many casualties we have.”

			A little later the sergeant came running doubled over through the trench.

			“There are three wounded, but not seriously,” he said.

			The cannon fire continued. 

			The plain had become pitch black, the light that seeped through the small gaps in the clouds didn’t reach the ground and remained suspended in the air. 

			“Are they preparing for a night assault, I wonder,” said the sergeant.

			“Make sure the men are ready, have all of them fix their bayonets.”

			“That’s already been done, sir . . . It’s just that the men are hungry . . . The mess wagons didn’t come at noon, and now with this shelling they won’t come in the evening either.”

			“No one ever died of starvation from missing two meals, I see you’ve forgotten about the war, seeing as you’re thinking about the mess wagons . . .”

			“No sir, it’s not about forgetting . . .”

			The sergeant lowered his voice and continued.

			“The men’s morale isn’t so great, sir. They’re already like drowned rats after the rain, and now they’re hungry . . .”

			Ragıp Bey turned and gave the sergeant a look that even in the darkness was enough to shut him up.

			The Bulgarian artillery bombarded the trenches constantly until midnight, the men held tightly to their rifles and pressed themselves into the mud, waiting for the bombardment to subside. The worry that the bombardment would be followed by a night attack seemed more daunting than the shells.

			The army seemed wearied by the series of upheavals that had shaken the empire, the men’s spirit had long since been broken, a sense of defeat had spread from the first day of the war, the mess wagons failed to arrive on time, supplies didn’t arrive at all, the units failed to establish proper channels of communication, sometimes the cannons were sent to one place while the shells were sent to another, relationships between the lines had been lost, the officers were irritable, there were disagreements among the generals, a number of generals believed before the war even began that it would end in disaster, the army was done for before it even went into battle.

			Ragıp Bey sensed that the empire was facing the greatest military disaster in its history, he was angry, he would rather get the order to attack at once and charge the Bulgarian artillery than witness this great defeat.

			He was covered with mud from head to toe, muddy water dripped from his eyebrows, his moustache and his two-day beard that had a few strands on white in it, he burned with anger and anguish under the hail of shells. It was as if his life had been besieged by impossibilities, he didn’t have the strength to change either the outcome of the war or his own future. He saw his life as an enemy, it wouldn’t begrudge him even the smallest consolation, shattered every kind of hope and destroyed his dreams, he felt belittled, defeated and abandoned, without realizing it he longed for an honorable death that would free him from all of this, for the fatal wound he would receive on the battlefield.

			He spent the night in those muddy trenches. Occasionally he dozed off, and shook himself awake as if he was tumbling into darkness. Even though he sensed that the reason he was so aggrieved had less to do with the outcome of the war than with losing Dilara Hanım, he grew increasingly angry. If Dilara Hanım could come to him as the woman he wanted and expected, if he could turn back time, if he could return the marble to an untouched state, he might not have minded defeat on the battlefield so much, but the hammer had descended and the marble had been ruined.

			He’d surrounded himself with impossibilities to the extent that he was like a poor scorpion surrounded by a ring of fire it couldn’t escape, his own being prevented him from reaching the woman he loved, he was making it impossible to be united with the woman he loved and strangely enough this impossibility he’d created increased his longing even more. If he’d thought about reuniting with Dilara Hanım, if he’d overcome the impossibility, perhaps he’d miss her less, perhaps he’d feel less anguish, but being stuck between his love and the insurmountable barrier he’d created bound him inexplicably closer to his love.

			Osman, surrounded by a crowd of the dead, looked at the trenches in which the soldiers who would soon die were lying, at Ragıp Bey, wracked with anguish, at Dilara Hanım, who was standing next to him, at her transparent and fragile body and the mocking smile she wore even in death.

			When Dilara Hanım saw that Osman was looking at her she began to speak without losing her mocking smile, but Osman sensed the pain beneath the mockery.

			“I,” said Dilara Hanım, “loved Ragıp Bey very much, but I loved him as myself, he wanted me to love him as himself, he never understood that everyone can love in their own way, he ruined my life and his own life.”

			When Osman heard this, that almost antagonistic smile peculiar to half crazed people appeared on his face, because he knew that despite the deep anguish Ragıp Bey was experiencing at the moment, his life was not ruined, and he would find his happiness at a time when he least expected it.

			For a moment he thought about telling this to Dilara Hanım, but then he changed his mind.

			He decided it would be more fun to do this at a time when Dilara Hanım’s mockery made him even more angry.

			2

			When the ship rounded the point and the city emerged from behind the fog, Nizam looked at the city that was awaiting him the same way his father had looked at it years ago, as if he was looking at a beautiful woman he knew from the start he was going to abandon, keenly, but with the secret disdain of knowing that she would have no place in his life. The city didn’t at all resemble the city that had awaited his father, the city that had looked like lace under the white snow and smelled of flowers, the sea, fruit and tar; now the elegant silhouette of domes, minarets and hilltops was darkened by a dirty rain and torn by oily smoke, the sea had lost its light and taken on a pale silver tone, everything was enveloped by the smell of sickness, death, and caustic lime, the streets and bridges were filled with tumbrels carrying the sick and the dead, the roar of the crowds was crushed beneath a suffocating silence.

			The city was sick.

			The handsome face that combined his mother’s beauty with his father’s nobility and the likeableness that came from the selfish and nonchalant geniality in his soul gave Nizam an appeal that drew every type of woman to him. Beneath the detachment that asked nothing of people and didn’t promise them anything was an innocent and childish greed that he felt because he wanted take hold of all of life’s pleasures, this strange contradiction, like all contradictions, led people to take an interest in him; that handsome face, polite amiability, amusing nonchalance, the free soul that gave the impression that he could drop everything and leave at any moment, and indeed he could, evoked a feeling that behind this shallow and polished appearance was an elusive darkness, and people who met him, led by their strange and inexplicable instincts, couldn’t help but flock around him in order to possess what they couldn’t reach.

			Even as he watched from the ship’s railing, feeling the city’s death-scented wind on his broad and radiant brow, there was a crowd of mostly beautiful women around him. Usually he would have entertained those women with a mixture of the niceties he’d picked up while living with his grandmother in Paris, the toughness he’d gained wandering the back streets of that sinful city and the cheerful jokes that expressed his disposition, but as the chain rattled while the ship dropped anchor he looked at the city somewhat pensively and quietly, as if he could smell the fate that was awaiting him and the horrible murder he would commit.

			As he was looking at the harbor he saw his father, who had come to meet him. Hikmet Bey had come to meet his son in the same way that his own father had come to meet him when he returned from Paris, he waited for his son next to the carriage in the same way his father had waited for him; the way the son looked at the harbor from the railing and the way the father waited was exactly as it had been in the past, as if the past had been reflected into the present, everything about the two winter mornings seemed so much alike; everything was the same, and this similarity carried with it so much that was not similar, someone who had witnessed both events might have found some disquieting things in the way these similarities and dissimilarities emerged together, intertwined.

			When Hikmet Bey saw his son, who was now a young man, walking towards him wearing a fez that had been given to him on the ship and that was lopsided because he was unaccustomed to wearing it, a long, black coat with an astrakhan collar and chamois gloves, foppishly twirling a silver-handled cane and smiling brightly he felt, at the same time as he felt the delight of a father seeing his son, a disquiet, he realized he’d been waiting hopelessly for his son to be something more than a dandy and that he was saddened that this wasn’t the case. He was saddened both by this reality and by having nourished feelings like this for his son, but he realized that his father had felt the same emotions upon seeing him again after many years, remembering how mercilessly time had passed for him and what he had lived through during that time made him melancholy, but at the same time he became hopeful that his son could change the way he himself had.

			When they stood face to face they looked at each other awkwardly for a moment because they didn’t know what to do, as Nizam reached out to shake his father’s hand Hikmet Bey, forgetting his feelings of a moment before, embraced his son with true fatherly love.

			“Welcome son . . . How are you? How was your trip?”

			“Merci, I’m fine . . . The trip was fine. The sea got a little rough off the coast of Sicily, but other than that it was generally fine.”

			“Come, let’s get into the carriage. It’s cold.”

			As he was climbing into the carriage, Nizam turned around as if there was something he wanted to see, “What’s this smell?” he said, “What a strange smell.”

			“The smell of death, my son. There’s a cholera epidemic in the city, but even though everyone knows about it we’re forbidden to talk about it as if it was a secret. All of the hospitals, parks, and indeed even mosques are full of cholera patients . . .”

			“What are you saying?”

			Hikmet Bey patted Nizam on the knee and affectionately tried to calm him.

			“Don’t be afraid, we’ve taken all the necessary precautions, anyway the epidemic has been mostly in this part of the city. Where we are is much safer . . .”

			As they spoke, the driver was supervising the loading of Nizam’s luggage onto the carriage. As they were getting under way, an infantry unit trudged past the carriage, the men could barely walk, their cheeks were sunken, their faces had taken on a blackish yellow color, they were on their way to the station to board a train for the front lines. When Hikmet Bey saw his son looking at the soldiers he explained.

			“They’re going to the front . . .”

			“I think it would be better for them to go to the hospital . . . They don’t have the strength to walk, how are they going to fight . . .”

			“Unfortunately most of the other side are sick too, my son. In any event the epidemic spread from the units that were mustering in Istanbul to go to the front.”

			“They’re sending them to the front when they’re this sick? But father, how can they allow this . . . Do your commanders think that the battlefield is a hospital and that the Bulgarians are doctors? To tell the truth, when they called the Ottoman Empire a sick man I thought they were speaking figuratively, it never occurred to me that it could be true.”

			Hikmet Bey didn’t answer his son, he kept silent because he was ashamed to tell Nizam that it could be dangerous to speak this way, that words like this could get you into deep trouble in the Ottoman capital, and he waited for his son to stop speaking as well. He was surprised that his son could have even the slightest compassion for those sick soldiers.

			To change the subject, he asked the question that had been stuck in his mind since he received the telegram informing him of Nizam’s arrival.

			“What happened between you and my mother, why did she send you here so abruptly in these most hazardous of times?”

			Nizam smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

			“My grandmother got angry with me because the Comte de Serebrack came home early.”

			Hikmet Bey looked at his son in surprise.

			“When the Comte returned I still hadn’t left his bedroom . . .”

			Hikmet Bey bit his lip and stared straight ahead to keep from laughing, but after the desire to laugh came an uneasiness that disquieted and distressed him, he found Nizam’s witticisms a bit too egotistical and savage; he knew very well that this air of selfishness and nonchalance that he made so obvious came from not having suffered any blows in life, he sensed he could speak so mercilessly because he sincerely believed he would never fall into the predicaments of the people he mocked. He saw how weak this belief could make a person, how vulnerable to the vicissitudes of life, but he wasn’t going to tell his son this and he could guess his son wouldn’t heed this kind of talk.

			He could see how, as with all young men, Nizam thinking himself untouchable and invulnerable could put him in harm’s way, how he could be left unprotected against all kinds of blows, how he wouldn’t be able to find time to protect himself, how much the first slap would knock him off balance, how he would tumble from his present degree of confidence into a great self-doubt. He made himself believe that these apprehensions were exaggerated by his fatherly feelings, he tried to forget what he’d seen and he succeeded. 

			They started moving quickly through the city’s wet streets, which had been darkened by rain and anguish, the horses threw themselves forward of their own accord as if they were fleeing something, as if they wanted to get off these streets as soon as possible. Sick, pale-faced soldiers in tattered uniforms lay moaning in burnt-out buildings, mosque courtyards and parks, they looked with pleading eyes at the passing carriages as if they’d brought someone who could help them, as the carriage passed they tried to sit up a bit, then lay back down after it had passed.

			As they barreled along, splashing mud, through the smell of death that enveloped the city, the cobblestones, the bare trees that had shed their leaves, the buildings, the walls and covered the sea like a dirty yellow cloud, Hikmet Bey, inside the swaying carriage, looked his son over without letting on, trying to grasp what it was that had upset him so much during this brief meeting. Nizam sensed his father’s disquiet and what was passing through his mind. Later on, Hikmet Bey would discover his son’s eerie talent with a disquiet that combined surprise and admiration.

			Nizam could intuit all the feelings and even the thoughts of the people around him, as if people’s every emotion emanated from them like a secret wave of color and he was the only one who could see these hues, he could sense everything the moment he saw their faces, and sometimes even before seeing their faces. It was as if his soul had been cracked in places by a violent tremor, forming channels through which the feelings of others could flow into his soul. Even in the first days Hikmet Bey was astounded by the contradiction of someone who seemed so indifferent yet at the same time able to feel every emotion around him with such a keen power, but as time passed he saw that his son was a ball of paradoxes rolled together from many distinct contradictions. A fatherly intuition frightened him. He was spooked by the seething chaos that lay beneath an ordinary, foppish appearance.

			He thought about his own father Reşit Pasha, Sultan Abdulhamid’s physician and confidante, who’d died after going into exile with the sultan, he thought about himself and remembered that even though they didn’t seem at all alike there had been similarities between them. Nizam, though, didn’t resemble either of them, even though they came from the same roots, they’d become cut off from each other, while he’d been expecting a cycle to keep turning out people who resembled each other, the cycle had been shattered and someone completely different had emerged. As Hikmet Bey remembered his former wife Mehpare Hanım, he tried to figure out if his son took after her; he resembled her in his selfishness, his impudence and his foppishness, but these were superficial resemblances and he couldn’t find anything beyond that.

			In fact Nizam didn’t resemble anyone Hikmet Bey knew, he was like a stranger who had suddenly appeared in the house one morning, he didn’t resemble anyone, he had nothing in common with anyone, he didn’t make any effort to find common ground or to grow close, but amazingly people found him easy to like. 

			He wasn’t concerned about anything, he didn’t value anything, he didn’t struggle for anything, he was indifferent to people’s ambitions, but he was so likeable that it was impossible not to like him, he fluttered through life like a brightly colored bird that didn’t care which branch it perched on, he concerned himself with whatever took his interest at that moment, he would suddenly make a person or an object that took his interest the center of his world.

			He rolled along without caring which direction he was going in life, he seemed ready to slide down any slope, it didn’t matter to him where he was going, he didn’t have any preference regarding the paths that presented themselves to him, he didn’t forbid himself anything, for him everything was possible in life.

			Once when, as was their habit, Hikmet Bey and Dilevser were having a heart-to-heart discussion before going to bed, he’d sighed and said, “What makes people strong is having a goal, a belief, standards that they value, things they hold untouchably sacred and other people they’re bound to, if we hold on to these we can avoid losing our grip and making mistakes we’ll be ashamed of, but Nizam doesn’t have any of these things, nothing is sacred or precious to him, he has no branch to hang onto, this leaves him very weak, this frightens me a great deal, I live with the worry that I could receive bad news at any moment.”

			When he said this Hikmet Bey was speaking from his experience, from what he’d lived, he was convinced that his faithfulness to the ideas he believed in and the commitment he felt to his family’s good name had saved him from a shameful end after all he’d lived through, from losing his honor, had constituted a fence that prevented him from stumbling and falling when he came too close to the edge of the cliff. He and his father Reşit Pasha had created important purposes in order to overcome their weaknesses, they’d saved themselves from falling into the traps set by their weaknesses through these sacred purposes, but Nizam had no purpose, no belief, to hang on to. He didn’t find anything more valuable than himself, he took all of the emotions he could and granted himself the freedom of life with an almost obscene pleasure.

			He was a difficult person to understand, he never spoke of his emotions or his thoughts, he only joked around and spoke of trivial matters, at first Hikmet Bey’s son had seemed to him to be like a desert with vague boundaries, somehow he couldn’t figure out what standards to use to gauge him.

			The worries that had appeared within him at their very first meeting had not been eased, with a strange foreboding, Hikmet Bey sensed that there were difficult times ahead for them. 

			When they arrived home they found Dilevser waiting for them in the living room with a book in her hand, as always she’d put her finger in the book so as not to lose her place, when she stood like that it seemed as if the book was a part of her body.

			The moment they met, Nizam said “Bonjour Dilevser” with a broad smile as if they’d only parted a few moments before, then put out his hand and walked towards the young woman, but Hikmet Bey saw in the middle of the smile that spread across his son’s handsome face and in his eyes, which seemed to have grown larger and to have gained a strange depth, that he was looking at Dilevser as if he wanted to be able to read her entire soul. There was an alien expression in his eyes like that of a being that had come from another planet, an expression the like of which Hikmet Bey had never seen and that made those who saw it want to hide.

			Dilevser was somewhere in the middle of her transformation from a dreamy young girl to a mature woman who was the lady of a mansion, her slender body had broadened slightly and become more womanly, there was a confidence in her face reminiscent of her mother Dilara Hanım, aristocratic politeness had not yet settled into the lines of her face, the way she held her back straight and her head high made it clear that she was accustomed to giving orders.

			There could be seen in her expression a slightly childish pride that carried a teasing playfulness, the kind of expression seen in young women after they marry and find themselves responsible for a man and a home; one could sense in her manner the affectedness of an actress who hadn’t become accustomed to her role and was ready to giggle at any moment; Nizam saw all of this at the same moment, even though most of these were expressions he’d never seen or encountered, he comfortably grasped everything he saw, but under the waves of expression that could be seen passing from one personality to another, he could the sense a stirring of uneasiness, there was no sign of it, but Nizam was certain that this emotion was present in the woman before him. 

			Dilevser said, “How are you Nizam?” and shook her stepson’s hand, even though they were about the same age, there was a superiority in her manner that suggested she believed she was older than Nizam and that she regarded him as a child.

			“How was your trip?”

			“It was fun, but to tell the truth I realized I don’t really enjoy travelling. Especially not on ships. You can’t say you want to get off here, you can’t change your mind, you can’t escape being part of a crowd, I don’t mind being in a crowd but I prefer to preserve the freedom to choose which crowd I’m in.”

			Nizam paused and then added, 

			“That was a long answer to a short question, isn’t that so? When I’m tired I tend to go on and on like that. With your permission I’d like to rest a little, then I’ll be calmer.”

			Dilevser smiled like a mother being tolerant of her child.

			“Of course, indeed your room has been prepared, make yourself at home. I invited my mother to dinner as well, I hope you won’t find four people too much of a crowd.”

			Dilevser regretted that she hadn’t been able to keep herself from uttering this last sentence, a flush spread across her face. 

			Nizam pretended he didn’t understand the insinuation.

			“I’m afraid that at such a distinguished gathering I’m the one who would be superfluous, I hope you’ll be patient with me.”

			Even though for a moment Hikmet Bey found this sarcastic talk alarming, he was glad that there was a young person in the house with whom Dilevser could spend time, be sarcastic, and joke without fear and without being slighted. She’d spent her childhood like a recluse, keeping everyone away from her and not feeling the need for friends young or old, but now that she’d been suddenly thrust into real life and become the lady of a mansion, she missed, without knowing quite what it was she missed, all of those youthful conversations she’d never known, those rambling discussions, joking around without anyone getting offended.

			She wasn’t bored by the conversations about literature and discussions about philosophy she had with Hikmet Bey, nor by the political arguments they had when her mother joined them for dinner, she liked these conversations, and she was amused by the unexpected witticisms Hikmet Bey injected into his talk to entertain the young woman and make her laugh, but still, from time to time, she felt as if something was missing. Dilevser wasn’t aware of it, but while she enjoyed playing the role of the demure young woman in this new life she’d been given, she sometimes wanted to be able to run down the stairs, imitate the Albanian gardener’s accent, make fun of Hikmet Bey’s aristocratic refinement, but she held herself back. Sometimes, like a kitten, she wanted to abandon herself to games with people her own age, to chase after a ball of yarn, she didn’t make an issue of not doing this because she was by nature a demure young woman, Dilevser had enjoyed having a rambling conversation with someone her own age. She was glad there was finally someone with whom she could have those inane conversations, amusing because they’re so inane, that are particular to young people.

			When Nizam entered his room, he saw the dark blue and pink tiled stove, reminiscent of a giant candy box, in the middle of the room. The stove was burning, and even though he knew it was hot he touched it lightly with his fingertips, then quickly pulled his fingers away when they burned. He walked over to the window. The trees in the well-kept garden had shed their leaves, the flowers had taken on the color of the rain, there were a few roses on the saplings in the rose beds that had withstood time, they’d taken on a melancholy air as if to remind everyone that they were in Istanbul, they would die soon, he thought, it was as if the smell of death he’d caught the moment he arrived in the city had worked its way into him, he found the city, the house, the room and even his father to be strange, he already missed Paris, its amusements, well-lit avenues, warm cafes that smelled of cognac, women, cheerful soirees, it had nothing in common with this city or with the people who lived here. 

			He was accustomed to being alone, he lived alone even when he was in a crowd, he kept himself hidden from everyone in a castle of seclusion, but like many recluses he wanted to see around him the house, the streets, the city and the people that enveloped his loneliness and had become part of it. They didn’t decrease his loneliness, they positioned loneliness in his life in a safer manner; now that he’d been torn from the place to which he was accustomed, it was as if he’d lost his loneliness as well, he felt as if he’d lost himself too, as if he was diminished and weakened. 

			He sat in the large leather armchair by the window, stretched out his legs and smiled to himself, someone watching him might have thought that he liked the room and his surroundings and that he was pleased with his life, but Nizam was secretly mocking the powerlessness he felt at that moment, his own powerlessness, like the powerlessness of others, struck him as both pitiful and laughable.

			Powerlessness was not a feeling he could tolerate, he became as angry as an eagle that saw a snake in its nest, he would prepare to attack, when he didn’t find anyone else to attack he would denigrate, mock, and castigate himself, sometimes speaking to himself aloud. Being strong had no importance to him, but he found weakness ugly.

			Later he told Osman, “At that moment I wanted to flee that place, if I’d had any place to go I wouldn’t have stayed there a moment, I would have left, I wouldn’t have hesitated for a moment to trade several years of my life to be in Paris again.”

			Just as he didn’t know that his father had had the same feelings and experienced the same loneliness when he returned to Istanbul from Paris, he didn’t know at that time that Istanbul would draw him in and make him a part of it. 

			The calm and happy mood he’d sensed as soon as he entered the house also deepened his loneliness. Just as unhappiness is prepared to invite all strangers in, the doors of happiness are closed to others, and this made him think that he would remain outside, that he would not be a part of this happiness, that he would be superfluous.

			Suddenly he missed his older sister Rukiye, he didn’t feel alone when he was with her, he didn’t feel alienated, he could bear his own weakness, she was the only person he could take shelter in without taking offence, since childhood he’d been bound to his sister by a strange admiration, that they were not at all alike made this bond stronger, Rukiye’s decisive, headstrong and combative personality and Nizam’s nonchalant, unrestricted personality, his sense that it wasn’t even worth struggling with people or with life, completed each other. 

			He decided to lie down and take a nap, as was his habit when he was feeling a bit down, he lay on the bed in his clothes, he knew that he would sleep soon and that later when he woke he would feel better, since childhood sleep had been the safest and most durable sanctuary, when he felt oppressed that’s where he fled, he hid in his dreams, he always returned to life strengthened after these journeys through that fairytale land in which he lived a thousand and one adventures. 

			When he woke it was dark, the darkness in the room was tinged with red from the light that came from the lid of the stove, he put his hands behind his head and looked at the ceiling, he felt his loneliness keenly for the first time, and he was feeling this in his father’s house, perhaps he wouldn’t have felt this loneliness so intensely in a strange house, getting out of there in the hope of reuniting with friends and relatives, sharing, having fun, might have lessened the loneliness, but here, in the home of the person he was supposed to be closest to, to see the unbridgeable distance between him and his closest relative pushed him away from other people, from friends, from almost all of life, created a sense of helplessness that he knew wasn’t quite real. 

			This time even sleep hadn’t soothed him. “It seems that all children want to flow towards their fathers like rivers into the sea, to be reunited with them, to be made whole, to feel their strength next to them,” he said to Osman later, “being distant from your father seemed like being distant from life. You either disavow your father and feel the strength of this within you or you merge with your father and add his strength to yours, there’s no middle way, establishing a connection with your father outside of this is tiring, it makes you feel lonelier.”

			In fact he’d grown up in a family were any demonstration of closeness was considered “unnecessary” and impolite, he was accustomed to distant relationships, he was even accustomed to sensing the love that was felt for him at that distance; indeed to feel love that had been disguised like that had since childhood given him a confidence in the power of that love, but now with his father he felt restless and alone, he was trying to understand the reason for this. 

			In fact he’d long since found the real reason, the disquiet that had settled into his father and Dilevser’s happiness had made him anxious, the way they kept all of their uneasiness closed up inside them like a globe that didn’t let out any light gave one the sense that they wouldn’t let anyone in and this made him feel alone, but he was still trying to find another reason, one that had to do with himself. 

			He thought his father looked down on him, like all children he confused the worry his father felt about him with disdain. Strangely, when love and attachment were involved, his intuition lost its strength and keenness. 

			As he lay in the dark he heard the faint sound of a piano, diminishing as it rubbed past the stairs, carpets, decorations, and furniture of the mansion and almost disappearing altogether as it went through doors. A trained ear could tell from the notes it heard that it was a Polonaise and that the person who was playing it was adding their own melancholy and yearning to the melancholy of the song. 

			He knew how his father played the piano, this wasn’t his playing, the strokes had a more feminine feeling, he guessed that it was Dilevser playing the piano. At that moment, in this city that seemed so foreign to him, in the room he found so strange, the sound of the piano was like the voice of a friend, of someone he knew. He jumped out of bed, put on the jacket he’d left on the armchair and rushed out of the room in haste, as if to be late would be to miss the chance of finding a friend he’d seen in a large crowd, a friend he’d lose if he didn’t find him.

			The sensation akin to panic that people have when they feel very alone, the desire to embrace someone he knew, enveloped him in a way that surprised him, he wanted to get there before the music ended, as if it would be unlucky if the music ended before he got downstairs, as if he would be trapped forever in the loneliness of that moment.

			When he reached the head of the stairs the sound of the piano had grown stronger, it grew brighter with each step he descended, he could hear the youth and the anguish in the notes more distinctly, he almost ran into the living room, after he entered the living room he slowed down, he caught his breath, moved forward slowly and stood next to the piano. After looking up in surprise, Dilevser continued playing, perhaps because she sensed the loneliness in Nizam’s eyes, or perhaps in fact because she was so caught up in the piece she was playing that she didn’t sense anything.

			By the time Dilevser had played the last note, Nizam had calmed down, as if he’d forgotten what he’d just experienced, he was quick to forget incidents that didn’t please him, “too quick” according to Hikmet Bey.

			As Dilevser closed the lid of the piano and rested her hands on it, Nizam said, “Merci, Dilevser, you played very beautifully.”

			Because Dilevser had no idea about the emotions Nizam had just experienced, and didn’t know why he was thanking her, she looked in surprise at her strange stepson who was the same age as her. Quickly abandoning the gratitude he’d felt a moment before, Nizam said, “The way you play seems a bit sorrowful,” with the meaningful smile that spread across his face and gave him a strange allure, and that Dilara Hanım later told Osman was “reminiscent of Mona Lisa’s.”

			She denied this so vehemently, saying “Nooo,” that if she’d said, “Yes, I’m very sad” Nizam would not have been as convinced, but even more strangely, it was the vehemence of her denial that led her to become potently aware for the first time of the emotion she’d secretly been nourishing within her.

			It was as if with the vehemence of her denial, the anguish that other emotions had surrounded and concealed had suddenly cracked her shell and emerged, not finding any obstacles in the darkness in which it was concealed, it had grown, become stronger, had become almost unmanageable.

			Someone else might have been shaken and frightened by an emotion that appeared so suddenly like this, but Dilevser’s passion for self-knowledge was so strong she examined every emotion like a jeweler, assessing its value, measuring whether its value was consonant with her own value. She lowered her head and began thinking as if Nizam wasn’t there, she wanted to find the reason for this anguish, she wanted to understand its source. It was very strange, but when this young woman encountered an anguish that yellowed her face, she didn’t know the reason for this heartache she’d been experiencing for so long.

			“Was it very sad?” she asked Nizam.

			“Yes, it sounded very sad to me.”

			As Dilevser leaned against the piano thinking, Nizam asked with his genial tactlessness:

			“Is my father making you sad?”

			“Noo, not at all, it would be very unfair to say that. On the contrary he makes me very happy, but yes, you’re right, there really is a deep sadness within me, but if you can believe it I don’t know why.”

			Perhaps it was because they were so close in age, perhaps because at that moment they felt so alone, perhaps because they sensed that they could speak to each other comfortably, a fraternal closeness between them became manifest during that brief conversation, Dilevser sensed that she could trust Nizam. 

			If she’d known the reason for her anguish she would have told Nizam then, but she didn’t know, there was no visible reason, she truly did love her husband, and he loved her. 

			“Do you know what I want most?” she asked in a childish voice.

			“What?”

			“To become a character in a novel and to read about my life and emotions as they were written by someone else. Sometimes I don’t understand anything. No one would believe it, how could I tell anyone that I don’t know my own feelings, they’d think I was an idiot . . .”

			She looked at Nizam and smiled, then continued.

			“Sometimes I think the same thing of myself too.”

			“But you’re not . . .”

			“No I’m not . . . Well, perhaps sometimes . . .”

			Nizam was also leaning against the piano, they looked at each other like two children examining the new toys they’d just received.

			“What kind of woman is your mother?” asked Dilevser. 

			“A very beautiful woman . . .”

			“I know that. That’s not what I was asking. What kind of woman is she?”

			Nizam took a deep breath.

			“What kind of woman is my mother . . . If you want the truth, I’d like to read about my mother in a book too. When you asked me that now I realized that I don’t know my mother well enough to describe her to someone else. My mother is very beautiful, she has an imposing manner, she’s cheerful, it’s strange, but when you asked me it occurred to me that my mother could be a very sad woman.”

			“Is she a tender woman?”

			Nizam laughed. 

			“Look, it would never occur to me to say that about my mother.”

			“Is she stern?”

			“No, she’s not stern either, I’ve never heard her shout, she never scolded me or Rukiye, but still I’m somewhat cautious around my mother. I don’t know why. There’s something about my mother that gives you the feeling that if you don’t make her happy she’s just going to leave. As far as I can see, that’s why everyone always tries to make her happy.”

			“Was your father in love with her?”

			Nizam squinted his eyes and looked at Dilevser. Dilevser suddenly felt embarrassed.

			“Excuse me, please forget I asked that, I was tactless, to tell the truth I’m embarrassed about asking that question.”

			“It was a peculiar question but I don’t think it was tactless . . . Yes, my father was in love with my mother. What do you say, did you know that he shot himself because of her?”

			“I know . . . Why do you think a man would want to kill himself over a woman, because of love, I suppose, could a man forget a woman he’d loved so much, such a beautiful woman?”

			Nizam suddenly began speaking in an earnest tone.

			“Dilevser . . . Will you permit me to address you by name?”

			He suddenly let out a laugh.

			“If you like I could address you as mother, but that would feel a little strange.”

			Dilevser laughed as well.

			“When other people are present I would prefer you address me as mother, but when the two of us are alone you may address me as Dilevser.”

			Nizam became serious again.

			“When I entered this house I felt a kind of peace and happiness that I never felt in my own home, there’s no doubt about it, my father was definitely in love with my mother, but he was never happy, if he’d been happy would he have shot himself?”

			“People don’t just remember the people who make them happy, they also remember the people who break their hearts. Indeed perhaps heartbreak leaves more traces than happiness . . . Your father wouldn’t have shot himself for me, would he?”

			“Would you want him to shoot himself?”

			“Of course not, God forbid . . . That’s not what I wanted to say . . . Whatever, I’m talking nonsense.”

			No matter how much she was suffering, Dilevser would never open up to anyone except Nizam about her anguish and the poisonous curiosity that nourished it deep in her soul, she would never reveal her inner feelings and her curiosity in this manner, she would never ask that kind of question; she would see it as an unforgiveable betrayal to speak of the man she loved to someone else, to reveal her feelings about the man she loved to someone else. Of course Nizam was a part of the man she loved, but the only reason she’d suddenly opened up to someone she didn’t in fact know very well, the only reason the anguish within her came out into the open in such an overpowering manner, was not because he was Hikmet Bey’s son. That secret, incomprehensible communication between people, the coded information that’s transferred from one person to another without a word being uttered, told her that he wouldn’t betray her or her secret, that he wouldn’t judge her for her suffering and her curiosity. 

			For reasons unknown, Dilevser had heard and seen this code, these complicated vibrations that perhaps other ears wouldn’t have heard and other eyes wouldn’t have seen, she’d decided she would trust this person on account of a brief exchange of glances, she’d chosen him as a brother, she’d spread the questions in her mind before him.

			Nizam’s soul was like the closet of a wealthy woman of good taste, there was an emotion suitable for every occasion, he could find and chose the most appropriate emotion without even having to think about it. In fact Nizam could wear these emotions without actually quite feeling them. When he sensed that Dilevser possessed a much deeper anguish than she could put into words, he felt a pain and sense of friendship that was very close to the real thing, he felt a desire to help, like an older brother seeing a younger sibling in distress. 

			When he spoke there was a gravity in his tone that was reminiscent of his father.

			“People’s pasts always seem to me like a dark cave full of monsters,” he said. “I think it’s better to avoid entering. I don’t know why, but the past always frightens me, it doesn’t interest me, perhaps because I don’t like things I can’t change . . . Thinking about the past, wondering about it, is like taking a sharp sword out of its scabbard, someone who brandishes a sword is bound to get into a fight and someone is definitely going to get hurt . . .”

			Dilevser pressed her fingers against the piano lid, she lowered her head towards the piano as if she was looking for something there, as if there was something she wanted to see, without raising her head she asked in a somewhat hoarse and bashful tone,

			“Have you ever loved someone very much?”

			When Nizam was faced with this question, which he had perhaps never asked himself, he seemed surprised and drew in his breath. 

			“Not in the way you mean, no.”

			“If you had, you would know that you are curious about everything to do with the person you love, their past, their memories, their future, you learn this when you love someone. This isn’t a feeling you can control with reason . . . I’m not afraid of being hurt, I’m afraid of something much worse, of embarrassing myself, but I still can’t stop myself. As you see, I feel embarrassed talking even to you, and I know I’ll feel much more embarrassed when I’m alone . . . I don’t know, perhaps it would have been better not to have brought up the subject.”

			“I think you know that you don’t have to be embarrassed with me.”

			“It’s not about you, I know that I have to feel embarrassed for myself . . . I’d never have thought I’d say this one day, but at the moment being embarrassed isn’t even important . . . I saw you for the first time today but I know you, I know, I’ve heard so many stories about you from your father, and perhaps the most significant thing for me is that you’re the son of the man I love, you know so many things about him that I don’t know. So many things that I’ve been curious about . . .”

			Dilevser suddenly fell quiet. Nizam saw that the knuckles of the fingers she was pressing against the piano had gone completely white. When Dilevser raised her head from the piano and looked at him, he knew that he was going to see there, on that face, the weary expression of someone just coming to after having fainted. 

			The young woman felt the embarrassment and weariness that appears in people when they suffer a great deal, when they become helpless, and are surprised that they can’t prevent themselves from speaking like a stranger whose behavior and words didn’t resemble their own. Her face, splotched here and there with red, reflected this weariness in a pensive expression. She was looking at Nizam as if she was surprised to see him there. 

			In a calm voice, as if they’d never had this conversation, Nizam asked, “Where’s my father?”

			“In his study. I suppose he’s reading news about the war in the newspapers. Go to him if you want, I’ll go supervise the preparations for the evening.”

			As she was leaving the room, Dilevser turned back. 

			“Thank you very much, Nizam,” she said.

			“For what?”

			Even Nizam hadn’t guessed that Dilevser could laugh in such a mocking manner.

			“For the life lesson . . .”

			As soon as she’d said this she almost ran out of the room like a little girl running from a garden where she’d stolen plums.

			3

			Even though he’d grown up with two women who possessed such magnificent beauty that whatever city they went to, the entire city would soon turn to look at them and talk about them, Nizam had been bound since childhood not to his mother and grandmother, whose names were mentioned throughout the Ottoman Empire, but to his step-sister, who was not as beautiful as they were and seemed lusterless in their presence, the feelings, admiration, love, devotion and faithfulness that he denied all other people he nourished in his soul for Rukiye alone.

			This young man, who could face even the greatest disasters with a selfish nonchalance, without being shaken, indeed with a mocking smile, would panic when his older sister was even slightly upset or had a mild illness, in a situation like that he wouldn’t hesitate to travel a thousand miles just to be with her. When it came to Rukiye it was as if Nizam was another person, all of the feelings and attitudes he was known for changed, even though they were aware of this they both found it natural, they saw nothing surprising or strange in it. 

			It was as if there was something undeveloped in Nizam’s emotions, he could manage to take an interest in people in the place where he was, he could feel love and friendship for them, he wouldn’t even remember the people who weren’t there, he carried his feelings around like a little bag that he would open wherever he was, then when he left without leaving even the smallest feeling behind and then, carrying no trace or memory, he would forget everything. He could barely feel emotions for the people who were very close to him. His emotions didn’t have the strength to overcome distance and reach other places. 

			Indeed Dilara Hanım later said to Osman, “How people could love someone so much who loved people so little, this has always been a mystery to me.”

			The only exception to this was Rukiye, wherever he might be, he missed her, thought about her, worried about her. The bond between the two siblings, which made other people uneasy because they couldn’t explain it and didn’t understand it, was the most important bond attaching them to life and to life’s realities. 

			At breakfast on the first morning he woke in Istanbul, he told his father that he wanted to go see Rukiye. 

			“Of course, my son,” said Hikmet Bey. “Let’s tell them to get the carriage ready.”

			The previous night, at the dinner at which Dilara Hanım had joined them, he had seen the friendship that was developing between his son and Dilevser and was pleased, and, thinking that perhaps this time he might be able to experience the warmth of a family home that he’d always longed for, he felt a vague gratitude to his son. And perhaps now that he was beginning to get older he wanted things other than love, he wanted a reliable peace that enveloped him, to be surrounded by people who loved one another, unhurried tenderness; what he wanted was to live within the friendly warmth of affectionate conversation, witty remarks, intellectual arguments, to leave behind the suffering, disappointments, and betrayals that had shaken his unfortunate life and to settle into the warm cocoon created by the love he felt for those around him as if he was settling into a soft bed. 

			The dinner had passed pleasantly despite the way Dilara Hanım, who of late wore a distracted expression during even the fieriest arguments and whose voice had for some reason become harsher despite the disappointment she’d experienced, taunted Nizam in a manner that could be considered rude.

			At one point Dilara Hanım said to Nizam,

			“You’re a very charming young man, but I always regard charm with suspicion.”

			Smiling in his most charming manner, as if he hadn’t noticed the sudden cold silence at the table, Nizam answered, 

			“What is there that shouldn’t be regarded with suspicion?”

			He said this with such affable nonchalance that any kind of argument was rendered meaningless. In a strange way it granted him immunity. While charming people, as Dilara Hanım felt, generally use this as a shield to protect themselves from other people and from life, one could sense that Nizam’s charm didn’t arise from this kind of anxiety or weakness. People thought that he could step over the edge of a cliff with the same carefree smile, that he really didn’t care about life. 

			This strange, unfamiliar, inexplicable nonchalance awoke in every intelligent person who met him the desire to dig into what lay hidden beneath it, some tried to solve this in an aggressive manner like Dilara Hanım, some in a friendly way, some with mockery, some with denigration and some with deep discussions, but none of them reached a satisfactory conclusion. 

			There were those who said, “His arrogance was so great that in the face of it, not only other people but he himself was made to seem unimportant,” there were those who said, “He’d never lost anything, so he lived with the luxury of not knowing that losing was a possibility,” there were those who said, “For some reason as a child he rejected life from the start with a great and helpless anger,” but no one was satisfied with their own explanation. Nizam didn’t hear most of these things, he just smiled at what he did hear, as if he didn’t even want to learn the reason he aroused so much curiosity in people.

			As for Dilara Hanım, one day soon after Nizam had moved into the mansion she said to her daughter Dilevser, “You see a person’s true face when they really, desperately want something . . . In order to get to know Nizam you’ll have to wait until he wants something . . . If he ever wants anything I’ll be suspicious of that too.” Then, with a smile that had a touch of both shrewdness and femininity and that Dilevser had rarely witnessed before, she added, “Likeable rascal.”

			That night Nizam made everyone laugh a great deal with the stories he told at the table and the imitations he did, for perhaps the first time since Ragıp Bey left and she realized she wasn’t going to receive an answer to her letters, Dilara Hanım laughed heartily and forgot, even if momentarily, the realities that caused her such anguish.

			The next morning when Nizam set out to visit his older sister, he left behind three people who accepted that he brought warmth and cheer to the mansion and wanted him to return as soon as possible, but the whole way he thought only about his sister.

			The streets of Nişantaşı were quiet, there were none of the crowds that smelled of death that he’d seen near the harbor, it was as if the important people who lived in this quiet part of the city had noticed the coming disaster before other districts of the city and closed themselves in, it was as if the mansions nestled in their broad gardens were peeved with the world and had cut their relations with it, most of them had only a few shutters open, the rest of the shutters were closed, the gardens were completely empty, one or two roses were visible in the rose beds, challenging the approaching winter, seeing one or two flowers in those enormous rose gardens heightened the sense that the area had been abandoned.

			The trees had long since surrendered their leaves to the winds and gone bare, in a few gardens he saw round, orange Trabzon persimmons hanging from the ends of bare branches, he sensed something anguished in the juxtaposition of the succulent, appetizing fruit and the weak and helpless nakedness of the trees. Perhaps because of the smell of death he’d smelled and the sick soldiers he’d seen as soon as he arrived in the harbor, everything he saw reminded Nizam of death. As long as he lived in Istanbul he would never be free of this feeling, this city would make a place for itself in his soul together with this feeling of death.

			When he reached Rukiye’s waterfront mansion on the launch that had been waiting for him in Beşiktaş, he thought of one of Verlaine’s verses that began with “the violins of autumn,” deep within him there was a shudder of death that made itself felt like a chirping bird that had hidden itself in the forest but whose song was heard constantly. 

			The moment he stepped onto the quay, Rukiye came rushing out of the waterfront mansion, she ran towards her brother, not minding that the scarf she’d thrown over her head got caught by the wind and slid off her hair; they embraced each other, and remained in this embrace for a long time without speaking. 

			Finally Nizam shook his older sister gently by the shoulders and said, “If we keep standing here without moving they’re going to think we’ve frozen to death.”

			Rukiye took a deep breath, as if to say “ah.”

			“Sometimes I get the feeling I’m never going to see you again,” she said, “I’ve missed you so much.”

			Then she took his hand and started walking.

			“Come on, walk, show them you’re not dead.”

			They passed hand-in-hand through the well-tended garden that implied the presence of a fastidious home owner who could not tolerate nature’s disorderliness; among privets all cut to the same height, carefully pruned trees, rose bushes each planted in their own heap, sweet williams,  chrysanthemums, cherry, peach, and apricot trees that, though they had lost their leaves, seemed to possess a strange pride due to the order with which they had been aligned, and went in through the large door of the waterfront mansion. They passed under heavy crystal chandeliers and climbed broad steps covered with carpets to a living room with a bay window that extended out over the sea like a captain’s bridge, the wealth and taste that was immediately apparent from the way the furniture had been chosen and placed was so familiar to Nizam that it awoke in him the feeling that he’d seen this house before.

			“Your house is very nice,” he said.

			Then he stopped and added,

			“It looks a bit like Mihrişah Sultan’s house.”

			“Is that so,” said Rukiye, “I hadn’t noticed . . . But you’re right, yes, when you say it, there really is a similarity . . . How is she?”

			“She’s as she always is, just a little older and a little grumpier . . . In my opinion she hates old age, it makes her angry to see realities she can’t overcome.”

			They sat in the bay window over the sea on a sofa covered with Indian silk under a Polish tapestry that hung on the wall.

			“Are you hungry?” asked Rukiye, “have you had breakfast?”

			“I’m not hungry. But I’ll have a coffee.”

			They were sitting side by side, Rukiye had taken her brother’s hand. She was studying his face carefully.

			“You’re getting more and more handsome . . . So what happened, why did Mihrişah Sultan send you into exile here at a time like this?”

			Nizam laughed.

			“Didn’t she write to tell you the reason?”

			“She wrote that it would benefit you to spend some time away before you made enemies of everyone in Paris, but she didn’t say how you were going to make enemies of everyone in Paris.”

			“You know how she loves to exaggerate.”

			“So perhaps everyone in Paris is an exaggeration, what percentage of the people in Paris?”

			Nizam made a face like a small child and shrugged his shoulders. 

			“You didn’t get yourself into serious trouble, did you?”

			“No, Rukiye dear, I didn’t get myself into serious trouble nor any trouble at all . . . Tell me, how are you, are you happy with your life here, how is your health?”

			“I’m well, Nizam, I’m happy. In fact I’m so well that sometimes it frightens me, sometimes I wake in the middle of the night and pray, I implore God, if you’re going to take my happiness away from me one day, please don’t make me so happy, fortune is bestowing gifts upon me that I couldn’t bear to lose, but I don’t know why, I just get frightened sometimes . . .  When I’m very frightened I go to my father the Sheikh. He’s another blessing that fortune has bestowed on me . . . Now you’ve come, everyone I love is here.”

			Rukiye suddenly began to cry. Nizam hastily took his older sister’s hand. 

			“What’s the matter?”

			“I’m crying from happiness, it’s not something to worry about . . . I’ve been very tearful lately, I cry about everything.”

			Nizam looked at Rukiye carefully. He knew that his older sister seldom cried, that she didn’t lose her nerve even in the most difficult of times, that she always believed she could handle anything.

			“You’ve put on a little weight,” he said.

			Rukiye let out a laugh, her voice turned into a whisper as if the was telling a secret.

			“I’m pregnant.”

			Nizam looked straight at his sister without revealing any sign of emotion, he was like a man sitting alone in an empty room, his mind had been drained of every kind of emotion and thought, his connection to the world had diminished, the expression on his face became vague, as if he was about to nod off to sleep; no one else could have understood what he was feeling, they might think perhaps he hadn’t heard what Rukiye had said when she whispered and that there were other things on his mind. But there was a mental and emotional bond, a mutual understanding, that transcended all words, and the seeds of which seemed to have planted the day Nizam was born.

			Rukiye reached out and took Nizam’s hand.

			“Oh stupid . . .”

			For this young man, who seemed to have used his entire capacity to love with his love for one person, whose soul was darkened by a selfish indulgence at the worry that she might come to love someone else more than she loved him, no other sound, no other sentence, could have brightened his soul so quickly and cause his genial, childish smile to reappear on his face. 

			“When are you due?”

			“There’s a long way to go.”

			“Have you told mother?”

			“Not yet.”

			“Are you going to tell anyone else?”

			“I’m going to tell my father the Sheikh, but I want to tell him in person . . . I was waiting until I was certain.”

			“Do you think mother will be pleased?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Let’s see if she’s pleased about becoming a grandmother.”

			They were talking about Mehpare Hanım with the secret sense of having been orphaned, the anger, insightfulness, mockery, tenderness, strange maturity and shared destiny seen in the children of ethereal women; how strange it was that in the misty confusion of their memories, amidst everything in that darkness that they wanted to forget, the brightest thing they saw was their mother’s beauty, when they spoke of this beauty there was a pride reflected in their voices that they weren’t aware of, even when they were speaking of memories that illustrated her selfishness it was as if this beauty earned her forgiveness for what she’d done.

			There was something lacking in the children, perhaps there were many things lacking; in order for mothers to be able to make a place for their children they have to give up some part of their lives, they place their children in an area that has been cleaned of their souls and their feelings, she never gave them the chance to shelter there with the warmth of their bodies and their love; in this relationship it was always the children who gave things up, made sacrifices and bore hardships, in spite of this they didn’t complain, partly because their upbringing caused them to see it as impolite to complain, instead they had fun mocking her in their own manner.

			Now when the two of them spoke about their mother they felt a secret shame, not because of what was lacking in their childhood but because they were aware that they were uncomfortable with their mother getting older and losing her beauty, they’d substituted their mother’s beauty for the tenderness that existed in other children’s lives, and they realized that it was going to be difficult to countenance losing this. 

			Nizam asked the unavoidable question.

			“Is mother getting old?

			“No . . . She’s as she’s always been, when I say as she’s always been, as if it’s not old age itself, but as if the shadow of old age has fallen on her face . . . Or at least that’s how I see it . . . But no, she hasn’t grown old, she’s still as beautiful as ever, she’s still the most beautiful woman in the city.”

			“Mother’s beauty always amazed me.”

			“Me too . . .”

			Rukiye looked at Nizam’s face.

			“How strange, you inherited mother’s beauty but I didn’t.”

			“So who did you inherit your beauty from then?”

			“Nobody, because I’m not beautiful . . . Thank God I didn’t inherit anything from my mother, but I inherited father’s wisdom.”

			“My father’s?”

			Rukiye laughed at her stepbrother’s confusion, for a moment he’d thought they were talking about Hikmet Bey and had said “my father?” with an almost condescending expression. 

			“My father, I’m talking about my father the Sheikh.”

			“Ah, I get it . . .”

			“Hikmet Bey is wise too. He’s a strong person.”

			Rukiye looked at Nizam, who wasn’t saying anything. 

			“You don’t forgive him for shooting himself, do you?”

			“I don’t know, I’ve never thought about it . . . Anyway, let’s talk about you . . . Are you excited about being a mother? You’re going to be a mother, I’m having trouble believing this, do you know that? We’re multiplying . . .”

			Later he told Osman, “perhaps for the first time that day I concealed an emotion, a thought, from my sister, there were going to be a few more of us, but it was as if it occurred to me that I would be diminished a bit more . . .”

			Nizam hadn’t told her, but Rukiye was able to intuit her brother’s feelings, she realized that he felt a sadness he was embarrassed to even admit. She didn’t let go of his hand the whole time they were talking, but both of them felt that something had changed, on top of that, while this change made Rukiye happy, it worried Nizam. 

			A pale shadow fell on the loving relationship that had begun the day Nizam was born, and that they held so dear. 

			They both hoped silently that this shadow would one day disappear of its own accord. 
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